Inclusion of BLIMP-1+ effector regulatory T cells improves the Immunoscore in a cohort of New Zealand colorectal cancer patients: a pilot study.
Analysis of tumour-infiltrating T cells in colorectal cancer can predict disease-free survival. The Immunoscore, obtained by quantifying tumour-infiltrating CD3+ and CD8+ T cells, may improve current staging. Effector regulatory T cells are a potently suppressive subset in mice and, while present in human colorectal cancer, their role in patient outcome is unknown. Immunofluorescence was used to analyse immune cell infiltrates in patients with early (stage II) colorectal cancer with (n = 13) and without (n = 19) recurrent disease. CD3 and CD8 were used for the Immunoscore; FOXP3, BLIMP-1 and CD3 to identify effector regulatory T cells. Patients with high Immunoscores had increased disease-free survival compared to patients with low Immunoscores (Log-rank test p < 0.01). Prediction of outcome was further improved by stratifying patients with a low Immunoscore according to CD3+FOXP3+BLIMP-1+ cell infiltration at the invasive margin. Patients with a low Immunoscore and high infiltrate of CD3+FOXP3+BLIMP-1+ cells tended to have better disease-free survival than patients with low Immunoscore and low infiltrate of CD3+FOXP3+BLIMP-1+ cells. Patients with a high Immunoscore had better disease-free survival than patients with a low Immunoscore and low infiltrate of CD3+ FOXP3+ BLIMP-1+ cells (Log-rank test p < 0.001). These results indicate that tumour infiltration with effector regulatory T cells improves the prognostic value of the Immunoscore and implies that these cells may play a role in colorectal cancer patient outcome.